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Capitalists." She would read it again and again, tears
running down -her cheeks. , Her motherly heart would be
consumed with a burning grief, and every day until she died
she would remember him whom she had carried in her
yomb, whom she had borne in blood and woman's agony,
him who had fallen under an enemy's hand somewhere in
the unknown Don region.
The half company of Tatarsk infantry marched over the
sandy dunes, through the ruddy willows. The youngsters
marched gaily, thoughtlessly ; the older men with sighs,
with secret, hidden tears. It was time to plough, to hatrow,
to sow ; the earth called them, called incessantly day and
night, and they had to go and fight, to perish in strange
villages from enforced inactivity, from fear, need and
yearning. The soldier remembered his tiny husbandry, his
implements and live stock. Everything was in need of a
man's hand, everything wept without the master's over-
sight. What could a woman do ? The earth would dry out,
the seed would not sprout, there was the danger of famine
next year.
So the older men marched silently over the sand. They
grew animated only when one of the youngsters sent a bullet
after a hare. For such a waste of a good bullet the elder
men decided to punish the offender. Their anger was poured
out on him.
" Forty strokes for him," Pantaleimon suggested.
- " Too many.   He won't reach the front after that."
" Sixteen/'   Christonia roared.
-v On sixteen they decided. They stretched the offender
out on the sand and drew down his trousers. With his
clasp-knife Christonia cut switches covered with fluffy
yellow catkins from the pussy-willows, and Anikushka laid
on. The others sat around, smoking. Then they marched
on again. Behind them dragged the sufferer, wiping away his
tears and holding his trousers clear of his flesh.
As soon as they had reached the end of the sandy waste
and came out on to black earth, passing ploughed land,
ach of the cossacks bent down, picked up a clod of the dry,
sunbaked earth in his hand, crumbled it between his palms,
and sighed :
" The earth is ready."
^ " Three days more and it won't be possible to sow/*